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Abstract

This paper presents an analytical review of
the educational ecosystem of ancient Nalanda
Mahavihara, presenting a case for its
reconsideration asa proto-university and dynamic
nexus of global intellectual exchange. Going
beyond the monastic walls, the report analyzesits
unique pedagogical model, based on dialectical
reasoning and intellectual meritocracy, and a
remarkably diverse curriculum that went beyond
religious dogma. It further explores Nalanda’s role
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Introduction: A Global Hub of Learning

Theold seat of learning at Nalanda, which existed in present-day Bihar, India, bearswitnessto the
intellectud and cultural pinnacleof that time. Nalandathrived for over 800 yearsfrom approximately thefifth
century CE to the twelfth century CE and was more than simply a Buddhist monastery; it was a “famous
Mahavihara,” a large residential institution which drew students and scholars from all over Asia. Its time of
prominence, corresponding with the Gupta and Pala empires, is called the “Golden Age of India.” While the
term “university” - as we understand it today - has become a contested term among scholars with respect to
Nalanda, there can belittle disagreement that it was an advanced and complex institution of higher learning,
unprecedented in both sizeand scope. Current scholarly understanding of the operationsof Nalandaisheavily
reliant ontherich travel accountsof foreign pilgrimswho cameto Indiain order to study.
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Themost important of these accountsarethose of the 7th century CE Chinesepilgrims Xuanzang and
Yijing, who provided uswith arich depiction of thedaily life, intellectua culture, and administrative structure
a Naanda. Thesewritings, when cons dered d ongs de archeol ogical and epigraphic evidence, offer thebasis
for acomprehens veand thorough anaysis of theingtitution. Consequently, thisscholarshipemploysacriticad
methodology to bring together these various sources to reconstruct the intricate systems that managed Nalanda’s
intelectud and socid environment. Thesummation hereisthat theintellectua primacy of Ndandawasaresult
of anoverwhel mingly advanced, interconnected system. That system cong sted of threeinterrel ated components:
apedagogicd philosophy based on meritocracy and va ues didectic thought and critical discourse; arigorous,
plurdigtic curriculumwithout pardle in gpanninginter-religioustraditions; and adynamic socio-politicd gpparatus
of patronageand culturd diplomecy, which positioned Naandaasanindispensablehub of internationd relations.

Through an exploration of thesethreepillars, thisreport aimsto provideamulti-dimensiond understanding
of the profound and enduring impact of Nalanda. The Pedagogica Revolution: A System of Disciplineand
Didectics Thepedagogica system at Nd andawas not adi sorgani zed assortment of customshbut an conscioudy
designed machinery that nurtured intel lectual and spirituad merit. It wasatransition from theless systematized
modesof learning that existed beforeit, providing aformaized structurefor learning. It had adefinite philosophy
behindit, an enrollment procedurethat wasstrict and select, and afocuson acertain syleof intellectud pursuit.t

Fundamentaly, at itsroots, education at Nalandahad aradicdly different purposefrom theinstrumental
approach commonly found in contemporary systems, which view learning asavehiclefor professiona or
€C0N0MI C SUCCESS.

Nalanda’s educational framework was premised on a more exalted purpose. Namely, the attainment of
spiritual liberation, or moksha, bodhi, and dharmathrough the attainment of knowledge. The curriculum
amedto developthepersoninall dimensionssocialy, politically and mordly, aswell asinintellect, thelatter
being ultimately a means toward self-realization and socia reform, aswasits teaching missions. This
comprehens veeducation mode was characterized by acoherent blend of intellectua seriousnessand spiritua
discipline. Thethirgt for enlightenment washot incidentd to, nor smply qualification of, an academic pursuit;
it wastheculmination of theintellectud enterprisethat endowed it Sgnificance. The pursuit of thisgod included
moral and ethical education, and had astrong sense of purposeintertwinedindaily life.

Monastic discipline, or meditation, and skillstoward devel oping thevirtuesof compassion, self-discipline,
and humility were equated as being asimportant as scholarly merit. Thisunique combination of motivating
individua stoward ahigher spiritual goal combined with apracticd, critical curriculumwaspart of themain
approach toward the esteem which drew scholarsto Nalanda. It a so accountsfor the ability of thecollegeto
attract individud sfor employment, educatorsand sudentsalike, whom sought out aplaceto study, intellectudly
and mordly, regardless of academic credentid's, which hel ped contributeto the reputation of producing superior
thinkers. The commitment to academic rigor started at the gate of Nalanda. The school wasfamousfor its
meritocratic and rigorousadmissi on process, which Chinese pilgrim Xuanzang recorded with much pride. To
gain an admission, potential scholarswould haveto take an oral exam administered by alearned monk,
colloquially called a “gatekeeper”. This intellectual sieve was designed to test the knowledge and intellectual
depth of potentia students, which resulted in many students being rejected.

Thechallengeinvolvedin thisexam ensured that only the best prepared, and most committed students
gained admission. Themeritocratic, ingtitutionalized nature of the sd ection processwasan innovation distinct
from alessforma education milieu. By establishing an academicfilter immediately at the point of entry, the
institution ensured that the same high caliber of studentswould matriculate. An interesting aspect of this
meritocracy wasthat there were no tuition fees once you were admitted, and studentslivedin free housing.
Thisaspect to the meritocracy €iminated barri ersto attendance, which meant that studentsfrom any economic
or classbackground could attend, creating an avenuefor unfiltered talent to amplify..2
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Thisnove form of support freed both students and faculty from having to pursue outsidejobs, and it
wasoneof theearliest, andimpactful examplesof afund-driven modd that al owed action-oriented, continuous
research and study. Centered in the beautification of vad-vivad, or philosophical debate, Nalanda’s academic
philosophy was not interpreted asinformal discussionsof opinionsamong peers. Rather, vad-vivad was
utilized asastrict opting, dia ectical processthat characterized acentra position of academy practice and
intellectud legitimization. Studentsweretaught to question, refute, and refineideasthrough authoritetive defense.
Inthis process, student’s not only rationalized ideas but also cultivated intellectual humility and critical thinking.
The object was not the parti cular matter of whosethoughts prevailed, but rather broadening thevision for
thinking, to unsettle assumptions, and to realize more deeply some concept of abstract thinking. Therewere
not systemsof publishing and peer-review today. Thus, the debater modd wasakey processfor theauthorizing
of knowledge claim and practice of scholarly epistemol ogy. The system permit and provided the spacefor
scholarsto argueand validateknowledgein aformd correctiona intellectud process. In practice, theargument
was awaystested, questioned, and subjected to doubt to validate clamsto knowledge.

By requiring scholarsto present their ideas and then present them to the rigorous scrutiny of their peers,
it ensured that the most well-supported and defensi bl e theorieswoul d triumph. In this shared process of
inquiry, knowledge was animated by “merit, mutual interaction,” and a shared heritage, creating a truly
progressive intellectual tradition. Xuanzang’s travelogue evokes this spirit of scholarship, reporting that “from
dawn till dusk they discuss,” with lectures being held each day in “a hundred separate halls.” Nalanda thrived
from it’s residential-based system, enabling ease of access to an integrated and holistic learning and living
experience. Thedaily regimeof thestudentsand monkswas highly ritualized, the purpose being to maximize
thetimeavailablefor study and reflection.

Thisinvolved aseriesof ritualsand rites, whichincluded taking daily bathsin the campus poolsand
atending recitationsof scripturesinthemorning and early evening. Thedaily aamospherewasoneof seriousness
and dignity: monksread, conversed, and discussed with every moment filled with productivity. Institutional
support wasall encompassing.®

Thishistorica degreeof indtitutiona provision wasamong the main reasonsthat promoted theintensive
research andintellectua production for which theuniversity cameto befamous.

Curricular Pluralism: Beyond the Buddhist Canon

Nalanda’s status as an intellectual center for the world was not due to specialization within one specific
areaof study but onitsadoption of awide, multi-disciplinary courseof study. Such curricular plurdismwasa
deliberate decision that went along way towardsits excellence and global popularity and rendered it a
“cultural melting pot” of thought.

Buddhist studies, being a Mahavihara, inevitably constituted the foundation of Nalanda’s curriculum.
Theuniversity wasone of the chief ingtitutionsfor the study of MahayanaBuddhism, but it also provided
teaching in the Hinayanasect. Tibetan tradition isthat the university instructed four major doxographies:
Sarvastivada Vaibhashika, Sarvastivada Sautrantika, the M ahayana philosophy Madhyamaka, and the
Mahayana philosophy Cittamatra. The teachers were some of Mahayana Buddhism’s most highly respected
scholars, including Nagarjuna, Asanga, Vasubandhu, and Dharmakirti, who wrote hundreds of textsthat
influenced theintdlectua and spiritua contoursof Asa

The most impressive feature of Nalanda’s curriculum was its acceptance of secular studies, which
showed aconsciouseffort to beauniversal center for [earning, rather than asectarian seminary.

The curriculumwastruly apluralistic one; it included school s of thought outsi de the Buddhist canon,
such as Hinduism, Jainism and Sankhya. Studentswere expected tolearn from classical textssuch asthe
Vedas, Upanishads, Ramayanaand Mahabharata. Proficiency in Sanskrit was even considered necessary in
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order tolearn ancient wisdom. Apart from literature and philosophy, the university also taught an advanced
form of medicine (Ayurveda), in which herba medicines, surgical proceduresand diagnostic approaches
werestudied. Mathematics (Ganita) and astronomy (Jyotisha) were subjectsthat were d so taught with esteem.

Aryabhata, the great mathematician and astronomer, who wasthefirst personto clamtheEarthis
spherical and rotates on its axis, is said to have studied and taught at Nalanda, which supports the institution’s
emphasison scientificinquiry. The presence of such secular subjectsallowed Nalandato beknown asa
“great magnet” for scholars from all intellectual traditions, which allowed it to be an internationally oriented
institution despite being amonasticinstitution. Therange of topicsoffered by Nalandawasa purposeful
decisionthat directly contributed toitsintellectual statureand high universal value. Multiplelanguageswere
not only niceto know, but arequirement to master at Nalanda. Multilingualism for example, with students
studying Pali, Prakrit, Persian, and Tibetan—was successive cultivated especially for, scholarly pursuits and
intercultural communication. Being multilingua wasaval uable component of knowledge sysemsthat alowed
scholarsto bring teachings home and make them accessible to their communities, as wasthe case with
Kumargjivawhen he brought major Buddhist textsinto Chinese.*

Nalandaa so encouraged an interdisci plinary approach whereby ascholar wasascholar not merely
because of the depth of their expertise in one field but rather based upon their erudition across “various and
multiple disciplines.” Such facile transfer of ideas guaranteed that philosophers could talk about ideas with a
mathematician, and doctors had debateswith astronomers. Thisacademic atmospherefacilitated by avast
library that held “hundreds of thousands of volumes,” and which was the main source of the textural flow
whichwent to East Asia Thecross-pollination of i deas produced conceptua breskthroughswhileestablishing
Nalandaasacosmopolitan center of knowledge production and transmission.

The Sociopolitical Ecosystem: Patronage, Power, and Diplomacy Nalanda’s thought and academic
successwasinextricably linked toitsexternd world. It flourished within ahigh-level sociopolitica sysemfar
removed fromthekingdom itsdlf. It wasbuoyed by asophisticated patronage network, and by itsinstrumental
place of the university as a center of cultural diplomacy. Nalanda’s success was based upon the benevolence
of itspatrons. The monastery was established by the generous sponsorship of GuptaEmperor Kumaragupta
| in427 CE, which wasto remained supported by hisheirs. Other great kings al so sponsored the monastery
with powerful financial means, most importantly Emperor Harshain the seventh century, who provided the
university with asource of income generated from 100 villagesthat sprang from asteady and self-replicating
sourceof funding. Thelater Pladynasty kings, such as Devapda, wered so generousfriendsof theuniversity,
building on new complexesin addition to restoring complexes. Thisfriend network did not exclusively set
boundariesof being Indian.®

Epigraphic evidence, such asthe Na andainscription of Devapal adeva, indicatesthat the university
attracted internationa sponsorship, al theway from asfar away as Suvarnadvipa(modern-day Indonesia).
Theinscription recordsarequest by Ba aputra, the king of Suvarnadvipa, to PaaKing Devapdafor agrant
of fivevillagesfor the upkeep of amonastery that housed monksfrom hiskingdom. Thisevidencesthat
Nalanda had highly evolved funding model that involved decentralized endowments. The university’s prominence
invited sponsorship from the international community, which lent financial credibility to the university’s reputation,
thus establishing an attractively powerful self-sustainingloop of intellectual and economic power. Nalanda
wasnot just aningtitution of learning, however; it served asan effectivetool of cultural diplomacy onbehdf of
itsbenefactors.

As a leading “institution without borders’, Nalanda attracted scholars from all around the world, and
oneof thebest ingancesof thisin action isthe pilgrimage of Xuanzangto Bihar. Whilehispilgrimageto India
was primarily an academic pilgrimage, it also served as “official exchanges” between King Harshavardhana
and the Tang court, and eventual ly opened apath to diplomati c exchanges between thetwo kingdoms. The
king from Suvarnadvipa’s ambassadorial request also exemplifies this role. The foreign monarch was engaging
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inobservablerdigiosty by giftingamonastery to Nalanda, ashewassmultaneoudy forging adirect political
and cultura relationship with theruling power of the Pladynasty. Nalandawas, therefore, animportant nexus
of political behavior in ancient Asian statecraft.

The university’s intellectual prestige was a form of soft power its founders exploited to foster political
relationships, perhaps enhance their own reputations, and increase regiona and perhaps more broadly
international peace. Nalanda’s foremost legacy was not its materiality, but the eventual dissemination of the
knowledgeit devel oped and augmented. Nalandawasthelead vessel and transmitta center for theintellectua
traditions, especialy Mahayanaand Vg rayana Buddhism, by spreading thosetraditionsinto Tibet, China,
Korea, and Japan. Thosescholars, who studied in Nalanda, brought thelearning they learned, to their home
stations, and theimpact wasfdt into theintellectua and philosophical dark agesof entirecivilizations. Good
examplesof thisincludeknowledge categoriesthat formed Tibetan script and grammar, and scholarssuch as
Kumargjiva, who trand ated massive amounts of Sanskrit textsinto Chinese, thusallowing awider audience
accessto thebook of Sanskrit textsof Easternthought. The physical obliteration of theuniversity wasaloss
to India’s intellectual heritage, but the knowledge and ideas had already “travelled to other parts of Asia,” so
that the university’s deep influence became irreversible and geographical location transcendental .®

The Decline of a Titan: A Multicausal Analysis

Thedeclineof thegolden age of Nal andaisamultidimens ona and hotly-contested topic. Although the
conventiona account citesone event, acumulative study showsthat itsfdl wastheresult of acombination of
forces both from within and outside, which had been working for centuries. The best-established explanation
holdsthe destruction of Nalandato be caused by aTurkish attack under Muhammad Bakhtiyar Khalji inthe
late twelfth century CE. The account goes that the university’s huge library was burnt and that it smoldered for
months, and that numerous monkswerekilled, aturning point inthe declineof Buddhismin India. However,
thistraditiona account iscomplicated by other historical evidence. The Tibetan monk Dharmasvamin, who
visited Nalanda in the 1230s—decades after the supposed final destruction—found the university still functioning,
dbeatinagateof ruinwithacommunity of about 70 monks. Alternative Tibetan accounts, including thet of the
historian Taranatha, also imply that sectarian Hindusfollowing the Tantric tradition had participated in the
burning of Buddhist monasteriesout of jealousy for their faith. This contradicting evidenceindicatesthat the
destruction wasnot aone-time, flash-in-the-pan event but rather an extended process of declineand decay.

TheBakhtiyar Khalji raid wasasevere blow, one probably thelast, but it did notimmediately put an
end to theingtitution; instead, it wasthe last, mortal blow to an already advanced process of decay. The
downfal of Nalandawasasystemic failurethat wasfue ed by afeedback cycleof severa reinforcing factors.
The prosperity of the university had been established on a patronage base, and once the base eroded, the
wholeenvironment started to disintegrate.’

> External Factors: Onekey external factor wasthe continuous erosion of royal patronage after the
Paladynasty weakened. Thefinancia basesof the university were undermined, causing economic
instability that impeded sustai ning itsoperation and all-around support mechanism. Therewasa so
political ingtability aswell asrepeatedinvas onsin the Magadharegion, which had animpact onloca
trade routes and impeded the economic support to the university. The Huns’ and Gaudas’ centuries-
long earlier raids had already induced serious damage. The dependence on a central, physical
establishment | eft Nalanda open to such successive attacks, as seen from thefact that other, more
decentralized faiths such as Hinduism and Jainism were ableto withstand similar pressures.

» Internal Factors. Interndly withinthe Buddhist community itsdf, theemergence of sectarianism crested
divisions and tensions within the university, disintegrating its internal cohesion and “teaching ecosystem.”.
Na andawasal so confronted with direct competition from nascent centersof learning, specifically
Vikramshila, which was nurtured by the Palamonarchs and focused on topics such as Tantrism. The
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destruction of Nalanda’s massive library, whether by an individual marauder or successive pillaging by
variousreligiousgroups, wasadevastating loss of institutional memory and a serious setback to its
intellectud reputation. Thedrop instudent enrollment, inspired by fear and insecurity throughinvasions,
further accelerated theloss of cultural prestige. Thisloss, inturn, legitimized thefurther withhol ding of
royal and popular patronage. Thelast invasion by Bakhtiyar Khalji wastherefore not theonly reason
but the culmination of decadesof systemic decay.

Conclusion: A Lasting Legacy for the Modern World

Theanaysisinthisreport substanti ates the assertion that NalandaM ahaviharaoperated asmorethan
anordinary monasticingtitution. It represented ahighly-tiered, complicated proto-university fueled by adistinct
blend of amerit-based pedagogy, an array of curriculum, and adevel oped socio-politica network leveraging
patronage and diplomati c etiquette. Itsrigorous admissions process ensured that the students attained the
highest caliber of intellectud ability, anditsvad-vivad system provided an environment of critical inquiry that
served asaproto-peer-review system. The curriculum provided abreadth of offerings permitting aconsiderable
diversity of secular topicsaswell as Buddhist studies courses, which contributed to their standing asatrue
“cultural melting pot” and more, an intellectual center of scholars with varying intellectual traditions. Coupled
with the statusof theingtitution in culturediplomacy, Nalandawas atrue accel erant of intellect and political
transmissoninancientAsa

Support fromloca andinternationd patronscrested anintricate syssemthat could sustain theingtitution
and engage in the production and dissemination of knowledge throughout the world. Nalanda’s legacy extends
beyond thegrand ruins of thesiteto the philosophies, writingsand even lineages of scholarsthat it produced
and disseminated across the continent. The loss of its physical nature was a tragedy for India’s intellectual
legacy, but theideasthat emanated from Nadandahad d ready been woveninto other formsaof globa knowledge
and thus secured their survival. Today, ideals and values of Nalanda continue to reverberate through
contemporary academic systemsand institutions. Therecently revived NalandaUniversity- supported by a
consortium of East Asian nations- aims to possess the same “ideals and standards of the ancient seat of
learning,” that represent a value for open inquiry and scholarship, as well education for the purpose of
peacebuilding. Thehistory of Na andain ancient timesrepresentsas much alasting legacy of theflourishing of
thought that embracesintellectud independence, transdisciplinary inquiry, and globa co-operation hashad on
the growth and development of civilization.
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